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F
ROM learning the alpha-
bet on sand in a Telugu-
medium school to becom-
ing one of  the pioneers of  
artificial intelligence, Dr 
Raj Reddy, in an exclusive 
interview with TNIE’s 

Kalyan Tholeti, reflects on his 
journey, the early days of  AI and 
outlines a future where every stu-
dent could have an AI companion 
and education shifts from rote 
learning to “learning to learn.”

 You learnt to write the 
alphabet on sand and studied 
in Telugu medium till high 
school. Could you tell us when 
you were attracted to math-
ematics and how you managed 
the transition from Telugu 
medium to English when you 
went to Loyola College after 
high school? 
I somehow naturally got attracted 
to mathematics, in particular ge-
ometry, theorems, and so on. When 
I solved a theorem or proved some-
thing, it gave me pleasure that I 
was able to solve it. More impor-
tantly, I was naturally curious. 
Whatever, any book or paper I could 
get my hands on, I would read it 
even though I didn’t understand all 

of  it. And so, by the time I gradu-
ated from Kalahasti High School, I 
was well-trained, I think, but in 
Telugu medium. Therefore, when I 
went to Loyola College, where it 
was all English medium, especially 
spoken by foreign lecturers, they 
would have their own accent. I 
didn’t understand what they were 
saying. But the thing that saved me 
was they were teaching the sylla-
bus in a textbook. And I could actu-
ally go read the textbook. 

 You studied civil engineer-
ing at the College of  Engineer-
ing, Guindy and from there 
went to Australia for your 
master’s in it. How did you get 
into computers? 
I worked with Stan Hall. He had 
come back from a sabbatical from 
England where he was using com-
puters. And as luck would have it, 
the university, at the same time, 
bought what is called an English-
manufactured computer. English 
Electric Mark Deuce II. Deuce 
came from Ace. Ace was the origi-
nal design that Turing did. The 
first day I saw him, he said, “I’m 
going to the computer centre. Come 
with me.” He was writing a pro-
gram to do structural analysis. I 

u n -
der-

stood most of  what he was doing. 
So he said, “Why don’t you go and 
do this work and then bring back 
the result tomorrow?” I became his 
programmer for the year. 

 Was that the first time you 
saw a computer?
When I went on the first day, that 
was the first time I saw what you 
would call an electronic digital 
computer today. But it was the size 
of  a large room. Semiconductors 
were just coming in. The first semi-
conductor computer that came out 
was from IBM. By that time, I fin-
ished my degree and went looking 
for a job. IBM hired me.

 What was the reaction 
of  your parents?
My parents were from a village. My 

father never went past school. My 
mother probably never went to 
school. But they were literate. They 
could read and write. In fact, I 
learned a lot from them. But they 
were kind of  surprised even from 
earlier. When I was in Guindy Engi-
neering College, I joined the air wing 
of  the NCC. And there, you have to 
learn to fly planes. I was flying 
planes in 1956 and 57. Once I was on 
a solo flying mission. I detoured 
from my flight path to go visit my 
village. And then go from there to 
Tirupati, did Pradakshinam around 
the temple. My parents were amazed, 
I’m sure, at that time. But when I 
went back to see them, they didn’t 
say a thing. They behaved as though 
they expected it from me.

 What made you choose a 
PhD at Stanford because most 
of  us look for a job? 
I was reading papers about AI 
when I was working at IBM. And 
there were three places that were 
doing research in AI. One of  them 
was Stanford. The other was MIT. 
And the third was Carnegie Mel-
lon. MIT had Marvin Minsky. 
Carnegie Mellon had Newell and 
Simon. And Stanford had John Mc-
Carthy. I had to pick one. 
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THE WAY TO GET 
STARTED IS TO QUIT 
TALKING AND BEGIN 
DOING ❯ WALT DISNEY


